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John Rawls' “Theory of Justice” (1971) is the single most important philosophical 
work of the Left since Marx. Rawls’ A Theory of Justice can be understood as two 
theories addressing two different subjects. The split can also be seen textually. The 
first half of the book deals almost exclusively with the hypothetical theory of justice 
founded in the original position. The second half of the book addresses how actual 
institutions should operate giving the findings of the initial theory. There are many 
instances, such as Rawls’ distinction between fair and formal equal opportunity, 
where Rawls claims that the purely speculative arguments of his theory can justify his 
claims concerning actual situations. However, Rawls offers a theory of a just and 
well-ordered society which would distribute wealth, income, liberties, opportunities 
and positions of authority. He considers “justice as fairness” as a political and moral 
conception of justice. It is based upon a social contract theory. 
 
Rawls uses the method of reflective equilibrium to justify his principles of justice. 
This equilibrium approaches has gained prominence in moral theory, moral 
epistemology and applied ethics. Rawls' method in justice as a theory proposes that 
principles of justice can be determined through the rational thinking of individuals 
shrouded by a veil of ignorance. In a purely hypothetical situation, the veil of 
ignorance creates an original position of equality in which persons under the veil have 
no knowledge of status, position in society, personal wealth or natural abilities. From 
behind the veil of ignorance, a rational, objective and disinterested group of people 
would choose a system of justice that ensures an equal distribution of rights and duties. 
 
Utilitarianism was first developed in the nineteenth century by ‘‘the great 
utilitarian’s”. It essentially posits that a just society is one based on achieving the 
greatest good or happiness, for the greatest number of people. But, Rawls rejects 
Utilitarianism, for it fails to take into consideration, the distinction that exists between 
individuals.  Since it aims at the greatest happiness and tries to maximize the greatest 
welfare, it fails to secure individual rights. 
                                                                                                                                 















principles that would guide individuals’ noumenal selves, secure equal basic liberties 
to all and account for social values and community. In A Theory of Justice, Rawls 
begins with the statement that, ‘‘Justice is the first virtue of social institution,’’ 
meaning that a good society is one structured according to principals of justice. 
 
Rawls asserts that existing theories of justice, developed in the field of philosophy, are 
not adequate: ‘‘My guiding aim is to work out A Theory of Justice that is a viable 
alternative to these doctrines which have long dominated our philosophical tradition.’’ 
He calls his theory—aimed at formulating a conception of the basic structure of 
society in accordance with social justice—justice as fairness. He claims that justice as 
fairness provides a practical political procedure, which satisfies the demand of 
modern democratic societies. Pluralism entailed by industrial societies is presumed to 
be the permanent features of modern democracies, which challenges the priority of 
philosophy over democracy. 
 
Rawls's later work focused on the question of stability: could a society ordered by the 
two principles of justice endure? His answer to this question is contained in a 
collection of lectures titled Political Liberalism. In Political Liberalism, Rawls 
introduced the idea of an overlapping consensus--or agreement on justice as fairness 
between citizens who hold different religious and philosophical views (or conceptions 
of the good). Political Liberalism also introduced the idea of public reason-the 
common reason of all citizens. 
 
However, Rawls’ works have received a great deal attention by some well-known 
academicians. Some of them have disagreed and challenged its basic assumptions. 
These critical appraisals, but, indicate the importance of his work if one wants to 
deliberate on problems of contemporary social and political theory. In this thesis I will 
try to excavate the philosophical understanding of the Rawlsian theory of justice and 
also try to identify the philosophical shift in his position under the light of some major 
critiques. 
 
















































































































































































































































































































































公 民 ， 被 认 为 过 于 “ 单 薄 ” （ thin ） 。 无 知 之 幕 背 后 主 体 可 交 换
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